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Pent-up frustration erupted in the Bolivian capital of La Paz on Feb. 12 after 7,000 police walked
off the job to protest a new tax and the government's refusal to grant a wage increase. By the
time the violence had subsided, at least 33 people were dead, 200 more were injured, and fires
had gutted more than a dozen buildings. In the aftermath, President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada
made sweeping changes to his Cabinet, but the opposition called the changes merely cosmetic
and demanded that the president also step down. Analysts said the violence was the result of
frustrations built up over a decade of failed economic reforms that have kept Bolivia the poorest
country in South America.

Police protest becomes catalyst in riots
On Feb. 9, Sanchez de Lozada announced plans to implement an income tax of between 12.5%
and 30%, which administration officials claimed was needed to cut the budget deficit and win
International Monetary Fund (IMF) support for a US$4 billion loan. The IMF had demanded that the
government reduce the government deficit from 8.5% of GDP to 5.5%.
The tragic events began Feb. 11 as the government was negotiating with the police, most of
whom earn about US$105 a month, on their demand for a 40% raise in wages and benefits. The
negotiations were abruptly broken off when the government representative walked out after police
negotiators said they were adamant about their demands and would not support the president's tax
plan. The police contacted units around the country and told them to walk off the job. Labor unions,
business interests, students, and others had all come out against the "impuestazo" before the police
strike began and many people were already protesting in front of government offices.
On Feb. 12, government troops fired tear gas, rubber bullets, and live ammunition at striking police
officers and civilian demonstrators. After several people were killed, the president withdrew all
troops from the city center. With no law enforcement in the streets, mobs of looters had free rein.
The soldiers stayed in their quarters for 30 hours while protesters set fire to government buildings
that burned throughout the night as the firefighters abandoned their posts and joined the police in
the protests. The burned buildings included the office of the vice president, the Ministries of Labor
and Sustainable Development, several banks, and the headquarters of three political parties.
"We're living in total chaos," said restaurant owner Sonia Rocha. "The government should have
thought before announcing these new taxes. We're just too poor to pay them." It was Bolivia's worst
violence in twenty years.
"The big difference is that the government always had the police to defend the Constitution," said
political analyst Carlos Toranzo. "This time the police left the fate of the nation in the hands of the
looters."
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As smoke from fires floated above La Paz, Sanchez de Lozada gave a nationally televised speech
appealing for calm and announcing he would suspend the tax. "I plead with all Bolivians to put an
end to the violence and to begin honest negotiations," Sanchez de Lozada said. "I ask one more
thing from our father above God save Bolivia."

Calls for investigations and change
The Central Obrera Boliviana (COB) called for the president to resign and announced a national
strike for Feb. 17. Opposition leader Evo Morales supported the COB's call for a strike. The antigovernment protests were also supported by the Confederacion de Empresarios Privados (CEPB),
which questioned the administration's economic measures. Thousands of Bolivians marched
through the streets on Feb. 14 and 17, decrying the government's use of force and demanding the
president's resignation.
As he led demonstrators through the streets, union leader Juan Melendez Perez blamed the
country's economic woes on the IMF and called on the government to ignore its demand for
spending cuts. "If the president wants to adhere to those policies, then he must go," said Melendez.
Bolivian human rights groups criticized the government's heavy-handed response to the
protests, including the use of live ammunition and tanks to break up the demonstrations.
Asamblea Permanente de los Derechos Humanos (APDHB) director Waldo Albarracin called for
a comprehensive inquiry into the deaths, and he specifically blamed the army for the deaths of
two civilians, one of them a nurse holding a white flag as she assisted a wounded man. Witnesses
and reporters said that sharpshooters had fired into the crowd from nearby rooftops. One alleged
sharpshooter, air force Capt. Rene Molina Balderrama, was arrested.
On Feb. 15, the government called on international human rights groups to investigate the deaths.
"The president has asked the foreign minister to call on the Organization of American States (OAS)
to help," government spokesman Mauricio Antesana said. He said he hoped the OAS would identify
a group to lead the investigation.
Government officials claimed that the anti-government protests had covered a "failed coup
attempt against democracy" and said the sharpshooters fired at the government palace. Opposition
politicians dismissed government claims of an attempted coup. They said the allegations were a
diversion from the government's response to the protests. "These claims don't convince anyone,
actually they are laughable," said MAS lawmaker Dionisio Nunez. "No one is going to believe
them."
On Feb. 14, Joanne Mariner, assistant director of US- based Human Rights Watch (HRW) Americas
section, said the number of dead raised serious questions about whether the security forces
observed the norms that apply in cases of public disturbances and whether undue force was used.
Evo Morales said he would denounce the president and several ministers before the Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) for responsibility in the deaths. Morales said that, since
Sanchez de Lozada took office, 50 people have been killed during popular protests.
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"The president only withdrew his tax bill after a great deal of blood had been shed. This was a
political defeat for the government, but things have not calmed down, and Morales is maintaining
his stance that Sanchez de Lozada must resign," said MAS lawmaker Filemon Escobar.

New Cabinet called more of the same
Amid the mourning for the dead and the protests, opposition parties Movimiento al Socialismo
(MAS), Nueva Fuerza Republicana (NFR), and Movimiento Indigena Pachakuti (MIP) repeated calls
for the president to step down. While that seemed unlikely, what was clearly in process was a radical
overhaul of the Cabinet.
The entire Cabinet resigned on Feb. 18, but disagreement among the parties in Sanchez de Lozada's
government held up the designation of new ministers. A major controversy was whether Minister
of the Presidency Carlos Sanchez Berzain would stay. His role in the events of Feb. 12-13 has been
criticized by the opposition and by many within the administration.
Late on Feb. 19, the president swore in the new Cabinet. He reduced the number of ministries
from 18 to 13. Among his most significant changes was the replacement of two of his most polemic
ministers, Sanchez Berzain and Interior Minister Alberto Gasser. But he kept another cited by the
opposition as partly responsible for the deadly riots Defense Minister Teddy Teodovic. Sanchez
Berzain was replaced by Jose Guillermo Justiniano, who had been minister of planning. Sen. Moira
Paz will be the new minister of planning and sustainable development. Yerko Kukoc is the new
interior minister.
MAS and NFR leaders said that the changes were meaningless and demonstrated no commitment to
new policies or new directions. Evo Morales said that the president's new Cabinet was his attempt
to distract people from the economic and political crisis in the country. IMF again under criticism In
calling for the income tax, Sanchez de Lozada had followed an IMF mandate well-known throughout
the region cut public spending and raise taxes.
In Bolivia, where at least 55% of the population is poor, IMF-inspired economic policies and
pressure from the US to end coca growing without offering campesinos an economic alternative are
burdening Bolivians, says the Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA).
"The protests are a result of the population's frustration and desperation with the economic
situation in Bolivia," said Tina Hodges. "Bolivia is under pressure from the IMF to reduce its deficit.
Given that the IMF is insisting on this reduction, and raising taxes is one way of doing that, the
Bolivian administration announced they were going to administer this tax."
Across Latin America, millions of people have protested against the austerity programs demanded
by the IMF, evidence of the growing opposition to the region's decade-old free- market policies.
Argentine President Eduardo Duhalde said the Bolivian unrest highlights a growing feeling that the
IMF is failing to grasp the economic reality of those in the region. "What happened in Bolivia? The
IMF arrived and did what they did in Argentina," he told reporters in Buenos Aires.
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"What was the result? The people took to the streets." "It's no secret that the impoverishment of the
population in the majority of the countries of the region threatens their governability and political
stability," said an editorial in the Colombian daily El Tiempo. The editorial added that it is widely
held that "the fiscal formulas of the IMF and the adoption of neoliberal doctrines whatever the cost
are not the solution but the cause of the disaster in Latin American."
Sanchez de Lozada's policies had run into opposition even within his own party, the Movimiento
Nacionalista Revolucionario (MNR).
MNR lawmakers said the administration's budget bill was "imprudent" at this time of social
"disagreement." In his message to the country on Feb. 16, Sanchez de Lozada promised to cut
expenses, look for dialogue among all sectors to implement economic measures, and to draft a
budget that would "not be an IMF budget."
"I want to clarify that our budget is not going to be an IMF budget. For the IMF it is easy: raise
gasoline prices and cut public investment. I do not agree because we cannot punish with a
gasolinazo the poorest people, the people who barely eat once a day," said the president. Sanchez de
Lozada, a US-educated mining executive, said he would forego his salary for the rest of his term. Evo
Morales caustically replied that he would give up his mines.
COB executive secretary Saturnino Mallcu dismissed the president's speech. "We think the
government ought to take back the privatized businesses or increase what it received for them so
that the companies do not continue to take most of the earnings from the nation's wealth out of the
country." Many doubt Sanchez de Lozada's new plans will reduce the nation's 12% unemployment
rate or restore public confidence in the government.
"The solution is not a change of individuals but a change in philosophy," said businessman Juan
Carlos Lugones. "These politicians will continue to use democracy as a smoke screen to fill their
pockets and those of their friends."

-- End --
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